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In separate forums during late March, US Rep. Richard Gephardt (D-Missouri) and former
presidential candidate Ross Perot renewed their criticisms of the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA). Still, Gephardt appeared to soften his opposition to the treaty, while Perot
strongly advocated scrapping NAFTA and negotiating an entirely new trade accord. In a press
conference after meeting with President Carlos Salinas de Gortari in Mexico City on March 23,
Gephardt said NAFTA must still undergo considerable modification before it becomes a fair
and viable treaty. Nevertheless, Gephardt showed a more conciliatory tone than he has in recent
weeks, stating that a well-conceived agreement could represent an "engine" for growth in the
three countries. In fact, Gephardt has never ruled out support for the current NAFTA as long as
the side agreements now under negotiation by the US, Canada and Mexico address concerns
over safeguards for US workers and environmental protection. Negotiations on the NAFTA
parallel agreements are scheduled to resume in Ottawa on April 2, to be followed by another
round in Mexico City on April 12. After the Mexico City meeting, the negotiators hope to meet
every two weeks, with the goal of completing the side agreements by mid-year (for previous
coverage see SourceMex, 03/24/93). The Mexican business community and some legislators
interpreted Gephardt's visit as a positive sign. Two Mexican senators, Jesus Rodriguez and Mauricio
Valdez, optimistically declared that, given Gephardt's pro-free trade remarks during his visit,
US congressional opposition to NAFTA is not as strong as originally reported. Meanwhile, in
contrast to Gephardt, former US presidential candidate Ross Perot left little doubt that he advocates
completely scrapping the current NAFTA. Speaking to the Small Business Committee of the US
House of Representatives on March 24, Perot said the three countries should "start with a blank
sheet" to negotiate a new accord. Describing NAFTA as "one-sided" in Mexico's favor, Perot warned
that US companies would flock south of the border to take advantage of cheaper labor. "It would
be a serious mistake to sign and execute the existing agreement," he said. Instead, Perot urged
the Clinton administration to replace NAFTA with a multi-year pilot program, allowing all sides
to alter the accord or abandon the treaty altogether if the trial run fails. However, Perot offered
no specific proposals for changing the agreement. NAFTA opponents in Canada also renewed
their opposition to the treaty during debate in Parliament on March 25, criticizing the ruling
Progressive Conservative Party for limiting debate in its rush to assure ratification of the treaty. "We
think it is an outrage that the Parliament will only have one and a half days at a second reading,"
said Bill Blake, deputy House Leader of the New Democratic Party, one of Canada's two main
opposition parties. After a second reading, NAFTA must move into a committee stage, and then to
a third reading before it can receive royal assent, which finalizes the agreement. The Progressive
Conservative Party has vowed to push for NAFTA ratification before Prime Minister Brian Mulroney
steps down in June. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, Notimex, 03/23/93, 03/24/93; Associated Press,
03/24/93; Reuter, 03/24/93, 03/25/93)
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